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For many students at Tsuda University, the summer intensive 
English programs abroad are opportunities to develop their English lan-
guage ability and experience living in another culture.  This experience 
brings students the chance to engage with cultural differences and 
develop their intercultural communication competency.  While extend-
ed periods of study abroad often provide more of a transformative expe-
rience, a short language study program can serve as a launching pad 
into intercultural discovery.  During these three-week language study 
programs, what do students pay attention to?  What kinds of experienc-
es are they taking note of?  This investigation explores the notable 
intercultural experiences reported by students who studied abroad on 
one of Tsuda’s summer language programs in the summer of 2018.
This study engages the use of critical incidents.  A critical inci-
dent is “an event or episode that is significant in some way, such as in 
its impact on people’s emotional reaction or the subsequent unfolding 
of events.  It can also refer to an event that is percieved as puzzling or 
surprising by a participant” (Spencer-Oatey & Harsch, p. 236).  Critical 
incidents have been used widely in the field of intercultural communi-
cation for intercultural training purposes (Weeks, Pedersen & Brislin, 
1979; Wight, 1995) and as a research methodology (Arthur, 2001; 
Heppner & O’Brian, 1994).  As a form of research, they are useful in 
that they allow for data collection from intercultural experiences where 
direct observation would be problematic and aid the researcher in iden-
tifying significant events from the participants’ viewpoint (Chell, 
1998).  Thomas (2010) has used critical incidents to identify culture-
specific values and cultural standards, as participants often take note of 
events that contrast with what they feel as natural from their cultural 
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perspective.  Spencer-Oatey and Harsch also note that critical incident 
reporting can “facilitate reflection and personal growth for the partici-
pants” (p. 234).
As the term “critical” might connote the notion of extreme behav-
ior to some, Keatinge (2002) suggests that the terms “significant” or 
“revelatory” are suitable substitutes (as cited in Spencer-Oatey & 
Harsch, p. 224).  The use of critical incidents as a research tool fits a 
constructivist research paradigm, paying attention to the “subjective 
nature of meaning-making” and the idea that “intercultural differences 
and cultural memberships are socially constructed” (Hua p. 12).  In this 
sense, critical incidents are not external events to the sojourner; indeed, 
they are “created” through interaction with the host culture.  As a 
research approach, the use of critical incidents investigates what is sig-
nificant and meaningful to the participants, putting their perspectives at 
the heart of the study.
In this investigation, critical incidents were used to capture stu-
dents’ intercultural experiences, and by examining them, answer two 
questions: 1. What kinds of critical incidents do students report on, and 
what value judgments are being made?  And, 2. How do students react 
to these incidents and what kind of perspective change or personal 
growth may have resulted?  Knowing about the kinds of intercultural 
experiences students are noting and bringing home with them allows 
for further consideration regarding the types of structured experiences 
offered in the programs, and the educational support which would help 
to further facilitate the development of intercultural competency among 
students.
method
Forty-two Tsuda University students participating in one of four 
summer intensive English programs in 2018 (McGill University, the 
University of York, IUPUI, and the University of Minnesota) respond-
ed to a Survey Monkey questionnaire.  The questionnaire was sent to 
them via email toward the latter part of the three-week study abroad 
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period, and they were asked to respond in English as part of their lan-
guage practice.  The questionnaire was voluntary and students were not 
required to include personal information, such as name, student ID, or 
department.  As part of their pre-departure orientation, the author spent 
about 15 minutes telling the students about the study, illustrating the 
concept of a “critical incident” and inviting them to participate as part 
of their cultural learning experience.
The survey contained predominantly open-ended questions. 
Participants were asked to describe a notable incident in which they felt 
cultural difference or had a chance to learn a new cultural perspective. 
The respondents were then asked to give their incident a title, and select 
the kind of reaction she had from the following choices: surprising, 
stressful, puzzling, upsetting, pleasing, or significant in some other 
way.  The students were also asked to provide interpretations of the 
encounter (why it might have happened), what actions, if any, they took 
in response, and finally, what they learned about themselves, others, 
and/or the host culture from the incident.  The data collected from the 
incidents were then thematically analyzed.
Results
In responding to the first research question, What kinds critical 
incidents do students report on and what value judgments are made?, 
the 42 critical incidents reported by the students in this study were put 
into three categories: 1. Differences in the environment (N=13), 2. 
Differences in behavioral norms (N=11) and 3. Differences in commu-
nication-related behaviors (N=16).
incidents Related to the environment
In this category, the respondents (N=13) paid attention to cultural 
differences in the host culture's surrounding environment, such as the 
infrastructure.  The two main subjects were transportation (N=7) (i.e., 
lack of announcements on trains and transportation not following the 
time schedule) and toilets (N=4) (i.e., lack of cleanliness, being able to 
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see under the stall doors, and color symbolism for restrooms).  Two 
respondents commented on the early closing time of stores.  Only five 
students in this category ventured to interpret the reasons behind these 
differences
All but two of the students reporting an incident in this category 
ascribed a negative value judgment.  In an incident reported about there 
not being any announcements on the train, the student explained, “…
the culture is different.  Japanese culture is more polite.”  Regarding 
differences in road rules, one student mentioned that the “character of 
Canadian people is more roughly than Japanese.”  In the incident titled 
“The Toilet,” the student wrote, “The toilets are very, very, very dirty 
so that I felt stressed every time.” She went on to say that “people here 
do not take care about public equipments.”
Among the students who commented on public facilities stan-
dards, most perceived Japan as having higher standards in comparison 
(more efficient transportation, cleaner restroom facilities, and more 
convenient shopping).  However, students also used these infrastructure 
differences to explore cultural behavior more deeply.  The student who 
pondered on the pink color symbolism for both the male and female 
restrooms commented: “I guess that men’s and women’s toilets here 
have the same color-signals because British people do not want to 
emphasize the gender gap.”  In explaining the lack of bus announce-
ments, another student wrote, “I think British people tend to look out 
the window in order to know the next bus stop.”  She further explained 
that this cultural difference might be due to the onus placed on the indi-
vidual to pay attention to the passing landscape, rather than being told 
when to get off.
incidents Related to behavioral norms
The respondents in this category (N=11) described notable expe-
riences pertaining to differences in behavioral norms.  Differences in 
behavioral norms regarding bathing culture (N=3) were the most com-
mon incident reported, including reports that the home or facility only 
had a shower or the shower time was restricted.  Other behavioral dif-
ferences, at one incident reported for each, included: difference in 
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standing on the escalator, lack of rice dishes, not washing dishes with 
clean water, wearing shoes in the home, people smoking on the road, 
not using a parasol to protect oneself from the sun, people drinking 
something in the store before buying it, and clerks using smartphones 
while working.  Only 2 of the 11 respondents tried to explain the rea-
sons behind the cultural differences.
As in the last category, students understandably used Japanese 
culture as a reference point, revealing cultural value standards.  Students 
chose to take note of not being able to take a bath, having limited bathing 
time, not being able to eat rice, or having dishes cleaned in the Japanese 
way.  In the incident titled “Maybe Washing Dishes Is Harmful?” the 
student speculated, “British people do not wash dishes with clean water 
[perhaps they] treat water as a precious resource.  In addition, originally 
washing dishes with clean water would be a waste of water, so I think 
British people do not wash dishes with clean water.”
incidents Related to differences in Face-to-face Communication
Differences in this category related to face-to-face communica-
tion and were the most numerous (N=16).  One of the most common 
incidents reported was the friendliness of clerks or strangers (N-6). 
Students commented on strangers speaking to them or smiling at them 
and even strangers singing on the bus together.  Noting bilingualism in 
Montreal(N=2) and the difference in language use and accent (N=3) 
followed as well as the noting of active discussion (if not argument) 
among the host families at dinner (N=2) and in the classroom (N=1). 
One respondent noted the need for direct eye-contact in communicating 
with a dormitory monitor in Canada, and one mentioned the high level 
of politeness in the UK.
Of the above incidents regarding communication style difference, 
a relatively large number of participants (11 of 16) offered some kind 
of interpretation.  Students explained the historical or social context of 
bilingualism in Montreal, spoke of the importance of eye-contact, smil-
ing and friendliness in interactions, and how having conversations/dis-
cussion while eating meals together was of importance.  It is interesting 
to note that almost all of these interpretations were viewed in a positive 
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light, i.e., communication acts that were diverse, active, and friendly.
In regards to the second research question, How did students react 
to these incidents and did they report a shift in perspective or increased 
self-awareness?, the findings were as follows.
participant Reactions to the Critical incidents
The majority of the 42 respondents reported that the incident was 
“surprising” 65.9%, with 12.2% reporting it was upsetting, 9.8% stress-
ful, 7.3% puzzling, and 2.4% pleasing or other 2.4%.  Those incidents 
that were upsetting included the perception that dishes were not washed 
with clean water, short shower time, buses not being on time, and the 
perception of an argument at the dinner table.  Those incidents that 
were reported to be stressful involved food difference, lack of a bath, 
dirty toilets, and buses not being on time.  Puzzling incidents involved 
smokers on the street (rather than designated smoking areas), restricted 
shower time, buses not being on time, and talking to strangers.  One 
student reported that her incident of people smiling a lot was pleasing. 
In conclusion, those incidents in which students had an adverse reaction 
(upsetting or stressful) primarily involved cultural differences in the 
environment or behavioral norms.
adjusting behavior
Of the 42 reported incidents, only 14 students reported making an 
effort to adjust their behavior to adapt to the new environment, including 
improving their language skills, engaging in discussion, or exhibiting 
appropriate behavior, such as following new norms for time, greetings, 
or nonverbal behavior such as smiling.  Three students reported not 
changing their behavior or way of thinking due to personal preferences 
for food or cleanliness.  This study revealed that efforts to adapt to the 
new culture were more prevalent among students who reported incidents 
involving face-to-face communication with host nationals.
Learning about self, others, and Culture
Nineteen students reported that the incident led them to learn 
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something about themselves, including the desire to improve or adjust 
their language and communication skills: “I need to keep communicat-
ing to improve my English,” “I want to speak more than two languag-
es,” “I should make more direct eye contact,” “I should keep smiling,” 
and “I should be more friendly.”  Awareness of the need for more cog-
nitive and behavioral flexibility also emerged: “I should accept differ-
ent food culture,” “I need to adjust my behavior and shop early,” “I had 
the idea that pink is only a women’s color,” and “I had thought that crit-
icizing others is taboo.”  Two students expressed awareness that they 
were firm about their existing belief: “It is difficult for me to accept” 
(not rinsing dishes with clean water), and “I should behave the same 
way” (when it comes to dirty toilets).
In regards to learning something about others from the incident, 
14 students reported having done so.  Concerning language and com-
munication, students wrote: “Almost all people in Montreal can speak 
two languages,” “There is a clear difference of communication style 
between Japan and the UK,” “The word ‘shy’ means different things. 
If someone says ‘I’m shy,’ it doesn’t mean ‘I’m not good at talking’ 
unlike in Japan.”  Friendliness was also frequently mentioned: “York 
has a close community and this makes people friendly,” “There are a lot 
of kind people in England,” “They have good personalities,” “Japanese 
should smile more.”  Comments in regards to different perceptions of 
behavioral norms included: “Unlike the British, Japanese seem to have 
less room and time in their minds,” “They couldn’t eat meals from 
other food cultures,” “There are different ways to protect oneself from 
sunlight.  In Canada, people wear stronger sunscreen.”
Six students mentioned learning something more broadly about 
culture: “Amazing!” “There are a variety of people in the world,” 
“There is much difference in food culture,” “Culture is made over a 
long time,” “Everyone thinks this is a natural situation,” and 
“Everything starts with a conversation.”
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discussion
We can see that when going into a new cultural environment, stu-
dents quite naturally paid attention to different things— some students 
chose to report about the differences they saw in the surrounding envi-
ronment, while others paid attention to the behaviors of host nationals, 
especially in face-to-face interactions.  Japanese cultural standards of 
transportation efficiency and cleanliness were considered a benchmark, 
of which the host cultures often fell short.  The reporting of differences 
in bathing culture highlighted how important this part of Japanese cul-
ture is for many Japanese students.  However, when it came to face-to-
face encounters, students positively interpreted most of these differenc-
es when describing talking to strangers, friendliness, direct eye contact, 
smiling, and active dinner conversations.  It can be concluded that stu-
dents welcomed experiencing these communication style differences 
and spent time contemplating them.
The incidents reported mainly evoked surprised reactions, 
although about 20% felt either stressed or upset by the encounter, and 
these adverse reactions were mostly tied to a lack of cleanliness or 
efficiency.  Those students who reported taking positive actions in 
response to the incidents involving face-to-face encounters with host 
nationals highlight the positive impact of such communication on the 
students.  More than half of the students reported learning something 
about themselves, others, or culture in general.  Their answers revealed 
a desire to improve their language skills or communication behavior, an 
increased awareness of different cultural perspectives, behavioral 
norms, communication styles, and an increased appreciation of culture 
overall.
It is worth considering the above findings in relation to the devel-
opment of intercultural communication competency (ICC), an often-
stated goal of many international or study-abroad programs. 
Intercultural communication competency is generally understood as 
“the cognitive, affective, and behavioral skills and characteristics that 
support effective and appropriate interaction in various cultural con-
texts” (Bennett, 2008).  The variables that lead to or influence intercul-
20 Elizabeth I. Dow
21
tural competency have long been of great interest to researchers result-
ing in numerous models and frameworks.  One core dimension listed in 
the 2013 UNESCO report, cited in Deardorff, 2017, is an informed 
frame of reference shift, or seeing from other perspectives/worldviews, 
including how they are similar and different.  While most students 
reported noticing cultural differences in their critical incidents, only a 
few went on to actually “see from other perspectives.”  Students mainly 
used their cultural standpoint as a point of comparison and did not go 
the step further to interpret or see the incident from a differing cultural 
perspective.  That said, there were a handful of students who could do 
this very well.
Additionally, a number of the students who evaluated the host 
culture negatively displayed a certain level of ethnocentrism, which has 
been shown to inhibit ICC development (Arasaratnam-Smith).  “An 
ethnocentric person typically evaluates the merits of other cultures 
using her/her own culture as the ultimate standard” (982).  However, 
ICC has been viewed by interculturalists such as Bennett and Hammer 
as developmental, with ethnocentrism as a starting point, and with 
intercultural exposure, guidance, and experience, individuals can move 
toward a state of ethnorelativism (Bennett).  Mitchell Hammer (2012) 
designed a model of intercultural competence, the Intercultural 
Development Continuum, that displays movement from a “monocultur-
al mindset” to a “global mindset” with the latter being more culturally 
competent.  Hammer recommends, in moving out of the monocultural 
mindset, to start with introductions of cultural differences in observable 
areas of human behavior, like food or taking off shoes, etc., and moving 
to more “subtle” differences, such as non-verbal behaviors.  This transi-
tion should be aided by increasing interaction with people from differ-
ent cultural backgrounds (121).
Cultural self-awareness, or understanding the lens through which 
one views the world, is a key variable in Deardorff's Process Model of 
Intercultural Competence (2006).  While many students reported 
“learning about themselves,” most of this knowledge pertained to how 
they wanted to improve or develop their behavior instead of how they 
acted as cultural players.  However, there were again a handful of stu-
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dents that did do so.  Mindfulness, someone who is open to new infor-
mation and is actively aware that there is more than one way of inter-
preting cultural phenomena, (Gudykunst, 1993) and cognitive complex-
ity, the ability to look at culture dynamically and rely less on stereo-
types are also positively associated to ICC (Bennett, 1993).
It appears then that there is a range of intercultural communica-
tion competency already existing among the students who participated 
in the summer language program.  Intercultural competency models 
assume that ICC can be learned and developed through training.  While 
some aspects of ICC, such as those related to personality, are innate, 
there are ways to facilitate the development.  The outcomes of this 
study suggest two ways:
1. Utilize critical incident self-reporting, or more simply journaling, 
as a part of the study abroad experience.  According to 
Arasaratnam-Smith, research shows that the most effective inter-
cultural learning experiences are those where learners have the 
opportunity to deliberately reflect on their experiences and con-
template the implications for their behavior in future intercultural 
interactions (985).  From an educational standpoint, collections of 
these incidents can be utilized in pre-departure training, especially 
to prime students who hold a monocultural mindset.  In re-entry 
sessions, students can “unpack” the incidents and write them up 
as stories which can further be used in developing self-reflection 
and mindfulness, key components of intercultural communication 
competency.  According to Jackson (2017), a core element of any 
educational sojourn should involve “reflection, dialogue, and self-
analysis,” which are an integral part of critical incident reporting.
2. Summer language programs should maximize face-to-face inter-
cultural interactions in various contexts, not just within the lan-
guage classroom.  This study confirmed the benefit of face-to-
face interaction with host nationals.  Not only does this lead to 
increased language practice, a central goal of the program, but 
those critical incidents which involved face-to-face interaction 
produced more positive, mindful, and culturally competent 
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responses to the incidents.
In this study, the critical incidents gathered are a window into 
what students took note of during their intercultural experiences on the 
summer language programs.  While a year abroad may have resulted in 
more culturally complex reports, such incidents provide these sojourn-
ers with important “cultural nuggets” to remember and digest as they 
continue to develop language and communication ability both inside 
and outside the classroom.  Teachers at Tsuda may take note that these 
are the kinds of experiences students are paying attention to and per-
haps guide them towards a more multicultural mindset.
This study was limited in that it was small in scope and conducted 
in English, thereby influencing the complexity, accuracy, or complete-
ness of the responses.  Furthermore, the data relies on personal memo-
ries, which may be altered when participants try to recall or re-tell past 
events.  However, the process itself of remembering and reflecting on 
what happened is a valuable one and students should be encouraged to 
keep journals or make blogs about their intercultural encounters. 
Indeed, such recording and detailing of experiences abroad have a long 
history and important place here at Tsuda University.
Note: Many thanks to the Center of International Exchange for their 
kind cooperation regarding this study, and a special “thank you” to 
Matsui-san for all of her help.
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